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Managing the Not-Quite-Historical Resources of
Isla Angel de la Guarda in the
Gulf of California, Mexico
Thomas Bowen, Gustavo D. Danemann, and Carolina Shepard Espinoza

I

t has been said that the islands in the Gulf of California are among the
most pristine in the modern world, and that they have sustained their
native flora and fauna with little human interference (Case and Cody 1983:
vii). Although it is true that commercial development and settled Mexican
communities have historically been limited to just a few islands, the past
century has been a time of steadily expanding human presence in the Gulf.
As human exploitation has increased, the integrity of island ecosystems has
come under threat, and this has prompted the Mexican federal government
to provide the islands and their wildlife with legal protection. In 1964, Isla
Rasa was made a Reserva Natural y Refugio de Aves Migratorias, which
prohibited commercial egg collecting and saved the island’s nesting seabird
populations from collapse. The government conferred legal protection on
all the Gulf islands in 1978 and has upgraded the level of protection several
times since. Today, the islands are protected under Mexican law as a wildlife
reserve, known as the Area de Protección de Flora y Fauna “Islas del Golfo
de California,” which imposes a number of restrictions on their use. Certain
islands have been granted additional protection by their incorporation into
national parks or biosphere reserves, and a few islands, or portions of them,
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map 1. map of isla angel de la guarda and the surrounding
region of the gulf of california
(Map courtesy Tracy Davison)

especially those critical to nesting seabirds, are off limits to all but management and scientific personnel.
Administratively, the islands and their resources fall under the jurisdiction
of the Secretaría de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT, formerly SEMARNAP), essentially the Mexican department of the environment.
On-the-ground management has been assigned to the Comisión Nacional
de Areas Naturales Protegidas (CONANP), an agency within SEMARNAT
established in 1999, which administers the islands under a general management plan created in 2000 (Carabias Lillo et al. 2000). When funds allow,
CONANP personnel monitor the islands in small boats; in this task they
have the support of the Mexican Navy and federal narcotics interception
teams that patrol the Gulf. Although development schemes proposed by
powerful special interest groups continue to threaten the Gulf as a whole,
so far most have been kept at bay by CONANP and sister agencies and by
the tireless efforts of nongovernmental conservation organizations in both
Mexico and the United States (for excellent historical reviews, see Ezcurra
et al. 2002; Székely et al. 2005; Danemann, Ezcurra, and Velarde 2008; Carvajal
et al. 2010).
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As the name of the wildlife reserve implies, conservation of the Gulf islands
has been conceived as a matter of protecting the native flora and fauna, and
this mission is reflected in its general management plan. Nevertheless, buried
within that document lies an acknowledgment of CONANP’s responsibility for managing the islands’ cultural resources (Carabias Lillo et al. 2000:
121–122). This charge was, perhaps, included pro forma because at the time
the plan was written, most of the Gulf islands had never been visited by an
archaeologist or historian, and nobody knew whether there were any cultural
resources to be managed.
In 2005, one of us (Bowen) initiated a project to investigate the archaeological potential of islands in the Midriff region of the Gulf. The objective was
to provide CONANP’s Baja California office with basic data on the islands’
cultural resources for which it was responsible. This work has shown that
cultural remains exist on all the major islands in the region (Bowen 2005,
2006, 2009a, 2009b, 2010; Bowen, Ritter, and Bendímez-Patterson 2008).
Although the vast majority of sites are the legacy of the prehistoric or historic
Indians in the region (Bowen 2009b), some islands also have remains of more
recent non-Indian activity. The following are examples from Isla Angel de la
Guarda, a large and important island that was incorporated into the Reserva
de la Biosfera de Bahía de los Angeles y Canales de Ballenas y Salsipuedes
in 2007 (Ezcurra and Danemann 2008).
Scripps Geophysical Station. This site, on a point 350 m high on the western
side of the island, consists of the remains of a light source and a wind-powered
generator to provide electricity. It was built by the Scripps Institution of Oceanography in 1967 to test the then-new theory of plate tectonics (Corry 2009).
Airstrip and Camp. This cleared landing strip and small quantity of camp
refuse lies on the eastern side of the island. The strip was built in 1976 to
support a chuckwalla research project and was used several times in 1977 by
Tucson bush pilot Alexander “Ike” Russell. Russell also flew environmental
writer Edward Abbey and five illustrious friends to this location, where they
camped for several days during February 1977 (Bowen 2008, 2010).
Truck Axle, Wheel, and Tire. This rusted artifact from a light truck lies below the end of Russell’s airstrip but is apparently not associated with it. The
tire is a bald Uniroyal Fleetmaster of a widely-sold size and tread design. A
factory employee remembers that this design was made until about 1991, but
this cannot be confirmed because the parent company has discarded all its
records from that era (Anonymous 2007: pers. comm.). Nothing is known
about the truck’s origin and use.
California Couple’s Camp. In 1974 a California pilot and his wife landed
their airplane on the eastern side of the island and camped there for a week
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(Judith Thatcher 2005: pers. comm.). Their camp remains consist of an aggregation of flat rocks, with no sign of fire or trash.
Mining Claim Markers. Two obelisks about 1 m high, one on the eastern
coast and the other on the western coast, are probably mining claim markers.
One was constructed of local rocks laid in concrete; the other is concrete
facing over a wood and chicken-wire frame. Both bear cryptic writing in black
paint which presumably gives claim and ownership information.
Survey Marker (?). Among the summit rocks of a prominent point on the
eastern shore, there is a small slab of cement with a piece of protruding
rebar. An inscription etched in the wet cement gives a date of 29 April 2007.
Scientific Sampling Plots. At the northern end of the island, there is a set
of five one-meter squares outlined by small stones. Similar plots on other
islands in the region were constructed in 1996 by biologist Gary Polis’s group
and used for several years thereafter (Wendy Anderson 2005: pers. comm.).
Ecotourism Remains. On the western side of the island we found a plastic
name tag associated with a quantity of buried charcoal. The tag belonged to a
woman who was a passenger on a Lindblad Expeditions cruise ship in the upper
Gulf in 2007 (Julie Owen 2010: pers. comm.). The location was undoubtedly
the site of a shore barbecue, which Lindblad stages on every Gulf trip.
Fish Camp. In the late 1980s, shark fishermen from Sonora maintained an
elaborate fish camp on the western side of the island (Ruben García 1988: pers.
comm.). It consisted of a plywood and cardboard house, a shade ramada, and an
outhouse complete with a toilet seat. The house contained three bunks, shelves,
a table, and a light bulb wired for a generator or battery. It is a noteworthy site
because at that time fishermen seldom camped on Isla Angel de la Guarda for
fear of the island’s large and abundant rattlesnakes (Moran 1983: 383; Grismer
2002: 334; Carlos Godínez 2009: pers. comm.). These structures are long gone
and today the camp consists mainly of several circular rock windbreaks.
Cerro Prieto. This was a scallop processing plant and village, occupied from
about 1971 to 1973, located on the eastern side of the island. It is discussed
in detail below.
What all of these sites and artifacts have in common is recency, which
raises serious questions for CONANP managers. Under U.S. law, none
would qualify as “historical,” according to either the fifty-year criterion of the
National Historic Preservation Act (Anonymous 2009) or the one-hundredyear criterion of the Archaeological Resources Protection Act (Anonymous
1979a). More importantly, they do not qualify as historical under the criterion
applied by Mexico’s Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (INAH),
the federal agency that has jurisdiction over the nation’s archaeological and
historical patrimony. Under Mexican law applied through INAH, a site or
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artifact must fall chronologically between the European entrada in 1519 and
1900 to be considered historical (Anonymous 1979b). And yet all these recent
remains tell how humans have used Isla Angel de la Guarda, and it seems
to us that this is precisely what we want to learn when we do archaeology or
history. Although none qualify today as “historical,” they will at some point
in the future. But not all remains will survive the ravages of time. We and
our professional heirs may deeply regret it if we fail to record and protect
sites such as these while they are still extant.
Obviously, not all recent remains have equal historical potential. For Isla
Angel de la Guarda, the most important site is surely the scallop processing
plant and village of Cerro Prieto. It was one of only four settled communities
that have existed on the Midriff Islands. Two were established in the 1870s
and 1880s on Islas Rasa and San Pedro Mártir to mine the guano deposits
on those islands (Bowen 2000: 125–138). In the 1980s and early 1990s a more
or less full-time fishing village known as “Refugio” existed on Isla Mejía
off the northwestern tip of Isla Angel de la Guarda (Carlos Godínez 2009:
pers. comm.; Samuel Díaz 2010: pers. comm.; Daniel Anderson 2011: pers.
comm.). Of the four, Cerro Prieto was almost certainly the largest community,
but it was the shortest-lived, lasting only about two years. Yet between the
material remains of the village, oral testimony of its former residents, and
the few written records that have come to light, Cerro Prieto reveals a great
deal about resource extraction practices of the time, Mexico’s approach to
economic development during the flush period of abundant oil, and the
community structure of a company boom town. As is usually the case, these
sources complement each other and together provide a richer picture of the
enterprise than any one source alone.
The remainder of this paper presents a rough sketch of the Cerro Prieto
operation based on nine formal interviews, informal conversations with others connected with the operation, information from people familiar with the
region, plus about two days of field work at the site and a limited search for
written records. We begin with a synthesis of oral and written testimony followed by an overview of the physical remains of the site. We conclude with
some thoughts about the management of cultural resources, such as Cerro
Prieto, that have not yet achieved legal historical status.
Cerro Prieto in Oral and Written Testimony
The scallop fishery began about 1968 in Bahía de los Angeles, a village on
the eastern coast of Baja California, when an entrepreneur and pilot named
Guy Gabaldón obtained a permit to harvest scallops on a commercial scale.

ill. 1. aerial view of the core area of cerro prieto, looking south
(Photograph courtesy Thomas Bowen)
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map 2. the core area of cerro prieto
Map numbers correspond with numbered structures described in the text. All positions and dimensions
should be considered approximate only.
(Site plan courtesy Quinn and Company)
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The scallop was Oppenheimopecten vogdesi (=Pecten vogdesi), a bivalve with
one strongly concave valve paired with one that is flat (Richard Brusca 2006:
pers. comm.). This scallop is known locally as almeja voladora (flying clam)
because it swims by flapping its two valves together, which expels water and
jets it along in short spurts.
Initially, Gabaldón brought in divers from elsewhere, but as local men
learned to dive, they too were hired. A large processing shed with a generator and ice plant was constructed, and women and children were employed
there to shuck the scallops and package and ice the meat, which Gabaldón
himself flew to the United States. This operation employed nearly the entire
population of Bahía de los Angeles (Espinoza and Danemann 2008: 157–158).
Around 1971, as coastal resources depleted, enormous scallop beds were
discovered along the eastern shore of Isla Angel de la Guarda. The company
that organized to exploit them was a branch of Productos Pesqueros Mexicanos S.A. (PROPEMEX). PROPEMEX was a federally-sponsored corporation created by President Luis Echeverría in February 1971 to implement a
comprehensive national fisheries policy and to provide technical and infrastructural support for fishing cooperatives in Mexico (Basurto 2006: 193). Its
fundamental economic objective was to encourage commercial fisheries for
both domestic and export markets, while its social mission was to ensure that
fishermen received fair compensation and that the catch effectively reached
consumers at reasonable prices. To accomplish this end, PROPEMEX was
authorized to absorb some twenty existing processing plants and coordinate
its activities with two foreign distributors that handled about 50 percent of
Mexico’s fisheries exports. PROPEMEX also planned to invest more than
$1.8 million pesos to purchase five deep-draft ships and establish a chain of
thirty-two retail stores (Héctor Medina Neri, in Ortíz 1975: 34–35, 49; Basurto
2006: 193–194).
To implement this policy at the regional level, PROPEMEX created a
network of branch companies. The branch company with authority over the
upper Gulf was the División Noroeste (hereafter “the company”), which
was headquartered in Guaymas, Sonora. It was this branch company that
organized and operated the scallop fishery on Isla Angel de la Guarda.
Exploiting the scallops on Isla Angel de la Guarda, however, entailed
solving a major logistical problem. Scallop harvesting requires immediate
processing and refrigeration, and there were neither facilities for this nor
a labor force on or near the island. Guaymas was more than 250 km away
and even Bahía de los Angeles was some 50 km away by boat. Since it was
estimated that the scallop beds would last at least five years of year-round
exploitation, the company decided to build a processing plant on the island
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itself and bring divers and plant workers to the source of the scallops. The
plan was to harvest the scallops, extract and refrigerate the meat at the plant,
and then transport the meat by company ships to Guaymas where it would
be packaged and distributed.
The plant and the village that grew up around it may never have had an
official name, but it was known by several local names. Apparently, some called
it “La Víbora” (The Rattlesnake) for the nearby Punta La Víbora (Mackintosh
2008: 55). It is labelled “La Almeja” (The Clam) on the government topographic
sheet (INEGI 1991), and some local people recognize it by that name (David
Ramírez 2013: pers. comm.). One man mistakenly remembers it as “Punta
Arena” (Sand Point), a coastal feature that actually lies well to the north. The
site was probably most often called “Cerro Prieto” (Dark Mountain) for the
nearby volcanic hills. People from Bahía de los Angeles usually referred to it
as simply “La Isla” since there were no other settlements on the island.
Similarly, there are no official population figures, and estimates vary
greatly. A former company official put the number of plant workers at 150,
but this number would likely be a payroll figure and would not include
family members and independent diving crews. Similarly, one of the divers
put the number of plant workers at “a hundred or more.” Estimates of the
total population of Cerro Prieto by several people who lived there all lie
within the 300 to 600 range. The highest estimate we heard was 2000, and
a visiting technical consultant from the United States put the figure at 1500
(Mackintosh 2008: 61). In all likelihood, the population fluctuated greatly
over the course of the community’s existence.
Diving for scallops underlay the entire operation. Divers used a “hookah”
setup that is still the standard diving gear in the Gulf (Basurto 2006: 194–196).
These were home-made rigs consisting of an air compressor powered by a small
gasoline engine that forced air through a long hose to a regulator at the diver’s
end. Diving crews typically consisted of three men (four in one case) working
from a panga (a small open boat with an outboard engine). The buzo (diver)
wore a wet suit for protection against the cold along with shoes for mobility on
the bottom and gloves for collecting the scallops. In the panga, the bombero
(pump operator) maintained the engine and compressor to ensure a steady
flow of air to the diver, while the cabo de vida (air hose manager) made sure
the panga followed the diver’s movements and kept the hose from tangling.
The diver scooped up the scallops, which were buried in the sandy bottom,
and deposited them in a chinguillo (a thick net bag held open with a strong
wire rim), which he held between his legs. The chinguillo held 40 or 50 kilos
of scallops, and when it was full the bombero and cabo de vida hauled it to
the surface and dumped the contents into the panga.
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Diving crews worked nearly all year. The standard work period was fifteen
days, followed by a three-day break. During this period, they worked as much
as six days a week, weather permitting. However, strong winds, especially in
the winter, would often limit crews to just two or three days of diving in a
week’s time.
The work day usually began around 6 or 7 a.m. and lasted until noon or
1 p.m. Most divers worked for four or five hours, although they sometimes
worked longer. Some divers surfaced after a couple of hours, rested for an
hour, and then went back down for another couple of hours. Diving was hard
work for both the diver and the crew in the panga, so after work they did little
other than rest and sleep, knowing they would be back diving the next day.
At first, the company brought in divers from outside the area, including
the cities of Guaymas, Santa Rosalía, Mulegé, and even La Paz. These men
knew only how to dive in shallow water. But the scallop beds on Isla Angel de
la Guarda were much deeper than the waters these divers were accustomed
to. Since they did not understand decompression, many of them suffered
nitrogen narcosis (“the bends”) right from the first day and at least a few
(estimates differ) died. The problem was so acute that the company brought
in a diving technician to teach them deep-diving techniques.
As the more accessible beds played out, divers had to work in ever deeper
waters. Some divers worked at 20 fathoms (120 feet) or more, and decompression accidents continued. The topside panga crew could tell when a diver
surfaced without proper decompression just by looking at him, so they learned
to get his gear off immediately to look him over. If he was in trouble, the
standard treatment was to get his gear back on and throw him back in the
water. The diver would descend to the depth where he had been working
and stay there until he signaled that he was all right. Often this took an hour
or two, but if he had been diving at especially great depths, he might have
to stay there for three or four hours. Then he would be brought up to about
17 or 18 fathoms and remain there for another hour or hour and a half, and
from there he would be brought to the surface little by little. In relatively mild
cases of the bends, the diver would be given pills or injections to relieve the
pain. But some injuries were serious and, according to one observer, divers
continued to die (Mackintosh 2008: 58). Eventually, the company installed
a decompression chamber, but that was not until August 1973, shortly before
the operation shut down (for a detailed account of this aspect of the operation, see Mackintosh 2008: 58–63).
Some of the diving crews were company employees, but many worked
for permisionarios—independent entrepreneurs who held a permit to harvest
scallops using their own diving crews. These permisionarios might have as
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many as fifteen crews working for them, each with its own panga, although six
or seven was more typical. There were around half a dozen permisionarios,
and because they were directly responsible for their crews, they lived on site
in the village. Most of the divers from Bahía de los Angeles were men who
worked for permisionarios rather than for the company.
Although the permisionarios and their diving crews were independent
operators, they and the company relied on each other in a well-structured and
mutually beneficial relationship. Because the operation was so remote, the
company needed nearby diving crews to supply the catch, and the permisionarios and their diving crews needed a nearby buyer. The ultimate buyer was,
of course, the company, but diving crews were apparently paid by whomever
they actually worked for—either the company or their permisionario. According to two divers, crews were paid a fixed price of $7 pesos per kilo of meat,
leaving the crews to divide their earnings among themselves equitably. In the
usual arrangement, the diver got 40 to 50 percent and the topside crew split
the remainder. Because a day’s catch was usually at least 1000 kilos (1 metric
ton) of live animals and the weight ratio of scallops in their shells to meat
was about 10 to 1, crews usually earned at least $700 pesos a day ($56 U.S.
dollars at that time), to be divided among them. Depending on the split, and
allowing for bad weather days, in a typical week a diver could earn between
about $1120 and $1400 pesos ($90 to $112 U.S. dollars) while a topside crew
member would make between about $700 and $840 pesos ($56 to $67 U.S.
dollars). Most crews considered this to be very good money “because things
were inexpensive back then.” However, some men believed that there should
have been occasional pay increases, and there was some grumbling that the
big profits, as always, went to middlemen and retailers. One person said that
the operation was not well policed and that money owed the diving crews
often went missing.
The heart of the shore operation was the processing shed. Two people
remember this structure as about 100 m long, with a concrete floor, a sheet
metal or asbestos roof, and window-screen walls to keep flies out. It had electric lights, a refrigerated storeroom and, according to one man, ice-making
facilities. These were powered by a diesel generator on the premises. There
was a concrete pier with two barges attached to it (creating a “floating pier”)
so that company ships could offload supplies beyond the breakers.
The pier was also where diving crews offloaded their catch. As the pangas
arrived, a small loading crane helped transfer the scallops to the shed. The
scallops were then dumped onto large tables where women stood with dull
butter knives and removed the meat. The meat was taken to the refrigeration room where it was stored until the company ship arrived to take it to
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Guaymas. The shells were hauled by pickup truck inland to an arroyo and
dumped, while the viscera were dumped into the sea. Like the diving crews,
the plant workers were paid by the weight of the scallop meat they produced.
According to one woman, their wages were initially $3 pesos per kilo of meat
and were later increased to $5 pesos per kilo.
The work load for the processors depended on the size of the catch. The
day usually started around 10 a.m. when the first pangas arrived. If the total
day’s catch was large, the plant workers could not keep up and would have to
work late into the night, sometimes until dawn. At times, the plant operated
around the clock. When the plant was overloaded, diving crews that arrived
late in the day sometimes had their cargo rejected, which meant the scallops
went to waste and the crews were not paid. Savvy crews learned to make sure
they were among the early arrivals. At times, the refrigerated storeroom was
so overloaded that some diving crews had to be laid off.
In many respects, Cerro Prieto was a classic company town. Initially,
everyone was a company employee. The company brought in the original
contingent of divers, plant workers, managers, and technicians, transporting
them in the company ships. Later, others, lured by high wages, arrived on
their own. Some of these shore personnel were from Bahía de los Angeles,
but many came from Santa Rosalía, Mulegé, Bahía Kino, Guaymas, and
possibly even La Paz and Sinaloa. Some men and women came as single
unattached individuals, and one former resident says that plant workers were
mostly single women from Sonora. But many brought families, and at least
three children were born there (Mackintosh 2008: 63).
People from different towns tended to live in distinct areas of the village
in a sort of barrio arrangement. Several diving crews from Bahía de los Angeles stayed almost 15 km up the coast at Punta Arena. Housing was mostly
tents and tarpaper shacks, and some say that the materials for these pequeñas
casitas were provided by the company free of charge. Some people, mostly
men without families, ate their meals in a company-run dining hall, and one
man says there were several such comedores.
With no resources on the island, the company supplied the community
with fresh food, drinking water, and virtually all other necessities, which
were either given out free or sold at cost at company stores (sources differ).
These supplies came from Guaymas in the company’s two (some say three)
ships and barges. People say they had what they needed, but there were few
luxuries. The only social services were those provided by a nurse and/or doctor or intern (sources differ), who resided there at least some of the time.
Even though the community consisted of a complex mix of people,
interpersonal conflicts, such as fights, were very rare. Some workers ascribe
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this general tranquility to a prohibition on alcohol and illicit drugs, but one
person says that the younger men used marijuana extensively. The village
had no formal governing body, and most decisions were made informally by
those directly affected. The main authorities were the permisionarios and
the company’s on-site manager. If anyone had a special problem, needed
something, or needed to leave the island for a while, these were the people
to talk to.
The residents of Cerro Prieto came there to work. Although one former
plant worker said they had a five-and-one-half-day work week, with Saturday
afternoon and Sunday off, others say that time off came mainly when the
divers could not work, usually due to bad weather. Because the work was
hard for everyone, most people were content to use their free time to rest and
sleep. For diversion, some people played dominos or card games, and they
sometimes played baseball or went for walks. According to some sources,
there was no organized recreation or entertainment of any kind, but that
may refer to the outlying divers’ camp at Punta Arena, not the village itself.
One woman who lived at Cerro Prieto for a year maintains that people
played baseball and soccer, and that dances with guitar music were held on
weekends.
For their days off, diving crews from Bahía de los Angeles, being relatively
close to home and having their own pangas for transportation, often went
home to visit family, play pool, or go drinking. Plant workers who wanted to
go to Bahía de los Angeles or Bahía Kino for their days off could travel on
the company ships, but those with families rarely left the island.
Despite the hard work, most residents of Cerro Prieto considered their
wages good and the company a good employer. Moreover, it was a tranquil
community and people generally enjoyed being there. For most residents,
life on the island was good.
Apparently, the operation collapsed in late 1973. Although people agree that
the end came suddenly and caught everyone unprepared, there is much less
agreement on the circumstances surrounding the collapse and what happened
afterward. Some accounts have the scent of urban legend about them.
Everyone says that Cerro Prieto was abandoned because the scallops
disappeared. Some blame this on the practice of dumping waste products
into the sea, which they say drove the scallops into water too deep for diving. But the main cause may have been gross overexploitation—according
to one observer, instead of the forty diving crews specified in the company’s
contract more than two hundred crews wound up working the scallop beds
(Mackintosh 2008: 62). Whatever the cause, the company shut down both
the diving and processing operations and moved everyone out, sending or
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transporting them to wherever they came from. One person stated that six
Navy ships came in to repatriate the workers, and that they were taken off
the island so quickly that many people left their belongings behind. This
included many pet dogs and cats and their semi-feral offspring (Mackintosh
2008: 57).
One person claims that company headquarters ordered its on-site
personnel to pick up everything at the plant and bring it to Guaymas, but
others say that the company simply abandoned the operation, including all
the equipment and materials. Because of this situation, two people were
left as caretakers, and one was still there a year later. According to a former
company official, however, a female cook and three others, who stayed on
as caretakers, were eventually forgotten and stopped receiving food and
other supplies. As their situation became increasingly desperate, they built
a makeshift raft, attached a motor, and set out into the Gulf. Although they
were in poor condition when the Navy intercepted them several days later,
apparently they all reached Guaymas alive. The same official also claimed
that after Cerro Prieto was abandoned, an engineer (specified by name)
set fire to the plant just to see what it would look like, earning him the
nickname “El Nerón” (Big Nero).
Some people say that salvage operations began only after the settlement
was abandoned and that eventually everything of value was removed. One
man noted that just about the only things left behind were the concrete floors.
Another stated that later on, somebody found a use for the shells in the huge
dumps behind the village, and that people came in and hauled the shells
away. As for the company itself, the División Noroeste apparently folded
shortly after Cerro Prieto was abandoned and surrendered its records to the
government’s Subdelegación de Pesca (Fisheries Commission) in Ensenada.
When PROPEMEX, the parent company of the División Noroeste, was
created, Mexico was in the throes of an oil boom, and money and credit
were freely available. Accordingly, PROPEMEX was intended as a project to
promote the fisheries industry, not as a money-making venture. Apparently
it fulfilled both expectations.
In September 1972, twenty months after its creation, PROPEMEX’s
director, Edgardo Medina Alonso, reported to the government that the
company had consolidated twenty-two fishing companies and processing
plants. This streamlining had led to better prices for the fishermen, which
in turn had encouraged increased production, created jobs, established
distribution networks, and promoted exports. Medina supported his claims
with statistics on increased production in several categories of fisheries
products (Ortíz 1975: 49–50).

spring 2014

bowen, danemann, espinozaN 223

Financially, however, the company was a disaster. According to Federico
Ortíz, a mere ten months after PROPEMEX was created, it had already lost
$36 million pesos. To keep itself afloat, the company solicited more than $500
million pesos in short-term and long-term credit, but it eventually defaulted
on both the principal and the rapidly accumulating interest. Three years after
its creation, it was revealed that PROPEMEX losses had reached $1.5 billion
pesos. At that point, its administration was replaced and an effort made to put
the company on a sound financial footing (Ortíz 1975: 49–50). Years later,
the División Noroeste was resurrected as Productos Pesqueros de Guaymas,
or PROPEGUAY, a company that remains in operation today.
Cerro Prieto as an Archaeological Site
Cerro Prieto is located on the eastern side of the island. It was situated just
behind the shoreline, probably for efficient loading and unloading of scallops
and supplies. The village consisted of a core area of company buildings surrounded by a loose semicircular ring of workers’ houses (see ill. 1 and map 2).
There is no indication that the village as a whole was a planned community.
In all likelihood, the company built its facilities and soon thereafter houses
sprang up around it as workers arrived. According to one man, about fifty
houses appeared along the beach in the first week of operation.
The nucleus of the village was the processing shed and several adjacent
structures that were functionally tied to the processing operation. These
included two bathrooms and associated septic pits, probably the refrigerated
storage room, and the foundation for the floating pier. The functions of other
buildings in the core area are less certain but probably included the manager’s
house or office, a company dining hall, and a shed for the decompression
chamber. According to oral testimony, there were at least one or two company
stores and a clinic, none of which we have been able to identify. Beyond the
core area lie the remains of workers’ houses and outhouses. The most distant
features are the shell dumps, which are connected to the village by truck tracks.
As almost everyone agrees, the village was stripped of equipment and reusable materials after it was abandoned. Only one structure, a bathroom, still
has standing walls. The rest of the company buildings were reduced to their
poured concrete floors and remnants of the materials used for walls and roofs.
Some floors are partly buried under a thin layer of beach sand and pebbles and
rocks that storms have washed over the barrier strand. Storms have probably
completely destroyed most of the workers’ houses; the few remnants can be
identified by fragments of wooden frames, tarpaper, and domestic artifacts.
Much of the site has artifacts thinly strewn over the surface or buried under
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a thin layer of water-born or windblown sediments. Here we briefly describe
the major structures (the first fourteen structures are keyed to the numbers
on map 2), and we note a few of the artifacts.
Structures
Processing Shed (1). The processing shed was a long and narrow structure,
built parallel to the shoreline and situated on top of the beach strand, less
than 10 m from the high tide line. The concrete floor slab is 105 m long and
12 m wide. Rebar-reinforced concrete footings along the edge indicate the
location of wall posts, which one person said were made of steel. People say
the walls were mainly window screen, which is consistent with bits of 1/8 in.
wire mesh in the vicinity. One person said the roof consisted of asbestos tiles,
and this claim is corroborated by the broken tiles lying about the floor slab.
Processing Shed Extension (2). Two large concrete slabs were poured on the
southern side of the shed, together creating an extension 24 m long and 31
m wide. A third slab at the northeastern corner of the extension is 7 m long
and 5 m wide. The extension also includes a raised concrete platform, two
pedestals, and three footings that may have anchored roof posts.
Two people said the extension was the location of the refrigerated storeroom. A former resident we brought to the site speculated that one of the
pedestals might have supported a cistern of drinking water for the shed workers. He and another person also said that this was where the generator was
located that powered the shed’s electric lights and the refrigeration equipment.
Cement-Filled Pipe (3). This enigmatic feature lies about 1 m from the southeastern corner of the shed extension. It is an iron pipe sunk into the ground and
filled with cement, and it has a large U-bolt protruding from the top (see ill. 2).
The pipe is 1.0 m in diameter and extends 1.1 m above ground level. Nearly everyone who has seen it speculates that the pipe served as an on-shore anchor for
vessels, but the anchor chain would have passed through the processing shed,
which makes no sense. However, the
pipe could have served as an anchor
for vessels bringing in supplies and
construction materials when the plant
was first being constructed, before the
shed and floating pier were built.

ill. 2. structure 3, the concretefilled steel pipe, looking west
(Photograph courtesy Thomas Bowen)
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Pier Foundation (4). The foundation for the floating pier extended from the
processing shed to the sea (see ill. 3). The walls were made of large beach
rocks set in concrete mortar, with a concrete ramp between them. The
remains of the walls are about 35 m long and extend to just below the low
tide line. There is no trace of the two barges that people say were attached
to the foundation.
ill. 3. structure 4,
part of the pier
foundation, looking
north
(Photograph courtesy Thomas
Bowen)

Bathroom 1 (5). This bathroom, just east of the processing shed, is the only
structure with standing walls (see ill. 4). The floor is a poured concrete slab,
the walls are cinder block, and the now-missing roof, to judge by the surrounding debris, was made of asbestos tiles. The structure is 5.5 m long, 5.0 m
wide, and the sloping roof was 2.7 m high at its peak. A cinderblock wall in
the middle divides the structure into two equal rooms, and each was lighted
and ventilated by a screened window (the southern room had two windows).
The function of this building is unmistakable. The southern room, cleared
of windblown sand, has five drain holes along one wall, each surrounded
by the outline of a toilet base. The opposite wall has drains and remains of
ill. 4. structure 11,
a concrete slab of
unknown function,
looking north
The background structure with
standing walls is Bathroom 1
(Structure 5). The dirt mound
(Structure 10), probably the
spoil pile from excavation of the
nearby septic pits, lies just to its
right.
(Photograph courtesy Thomas
Bowen)
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caulking where two sinks were mounted. One corner has the drain hole and
raised rim of a shower stall. Although the northern room is partly filled with
windblown sediment, the exposed drains and other features suggest that it
was a mirror image of the southern room. There must have been a cistern
on the roof to provide water pressure for the plumbing, but there is no trace
of it today.
A former resident who viewed the structure with us said that this bathroom
was for people working in the processing shed. He also said that the interior
wall separated men’s and women’s facilities, but did not remember which
side was which.
Bathroom 2 (6). The remains of a second bathroom lie at the opposite (west)
end of the processing shed and, like Bathroom 1, probably served workers
on shift. The concrete floor is a rectangle 12.0 m long and 3.5 m wide, but
much of it is buried under windblown sand. We could only make out two
toilet drains, two probable sink drains, and the drains from two shower stalls.
Manager’s House/Office (7). This feature is a rectangular concrete floor
slab 10 m long and 6 m wide. Pieces of 1/8 in. wire mesh indicate screened
windows, and bits of wood post a few meters south of the slab suggest some
kind of shaded patio. We speculate that it was the house or office of the plant
manager in part because of its central location but also because it is the only
building other than the two workers’ bathrooms with its own toilet and stall
shower. Like the workers’ bathrooms, these plumbing fixtures are indicated
by drains and outlines of their bases.
Dining Hall (8). This structure is an L-shaped concrete slab, much like a
rectangle with one corner missing. It is 12.5 m long and 8.5 m wide. Two 2
x 2 in. wood footings set in the concrete indicate that it was partitioned into
three rooms, the largest of which was 7.5 m long and 5.0 m wide. A former
resident who accompanied us to the site remembered this structure as the
building where a woman prepared and served meals for men without families. He said that one room was the kitchen and another was the dining area.
Presumably, the third room was the woman’s living quarters. Two people said
that another large area located next to the processing shed served as a dining
hall (there may have been more than one). If they are correct, meals there
must have been accompanied by a lot of noise and stench.
Septic Pits (9). Four septic pits (9A–9D on map 2) handled bathroom waste
in the core area of the site. All are circular pits, 2.0 m to 4.0 m in diameter
and about 1 m deep. Walls are lined with masonry consisting of large beach
rocks set in concrete mortar (see ill. 5). Concrete lips around the top of the
walls served as seating for removable lids. In each case, effluent flowed into
the pits through 6 in. diameter concrete pipes set about 20 cm below the lip.
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ill. 5. structure 9C, one
of the septic pits, looking
north-northwest
The concrete pipe near the top of the
far wall probably delivered effluent
from the bathroom facilities in the
purported manager’s house and/or
office (Structure 7).
(Photograph courtesy Thomas Bowen)

Orientation of inflow pipes indicate that Septic Pits 9A and 9D served
Bathrooms 1 and 2, respectively. Septic Pit 9C received bathroom waste
from the purported manager’s house and probably also sink refuse from the
presumed dining hall, which apparently lacked bathroom facilities. Septic
Pit 9B was apparently also intended to handle effluent from the purported
manager’s house, but it may never have been put to use.
Dirt Mound (10). This mound of dirt appears to be about the right size to be
the spoil pile from the excavation of the three nearby septic pits (see ill. 4).
Unidentified Structure (11). This rectangular slab is 7.3 m long and 4.0 m wide.
It might have been a house, but we saw nothing to identify its use (see ill. 4).
Unidentified Structure (12). This is a rectangular concrete slab surrounded
on three sides by a low rock wall. The slab, 6.0 m long and 3.5 m wide, has
wooden wall footings embedded in the concrete, and pieces of 2 x 4 in.
lumber and bits of corrugated tarpaper indicate that it was a building with
a wooden frame and tarpaper walls. The rock wall lies about 5 m from the
slab. It consists of a row of large rocks neatly set in the ground and, in places,
stacked two high, suggesting that it defined a patio. An outhouse pit was dug
on one side between the slab and the rock wall, apparently as an afterthought
since backdirt from the pit is piled against the rocks.
Decompression Chamber Shed (13). This structure lies about 68 m southwest
of the western end of the processing shed. It consists of a square concrete
slab 4.0 m on a side that supports a concrete pedestal about 2.6 m long, 1.2 m
wide, and 65 cm high (see ill. 6). The pedestal has two pairs of anchor bolts
set in the concrete and linear rust stains extending between the bolts of each
pair. Lumber and tarpaper around the structure indicate that the slab was
the foundation for a shed. Wood-framed 1/8 in. wire mesh indicates window
screens for ventilation. Fragments of large-gauge plastic electrical conduit
extend from the processing shed to this structure.
Structure 13 is the only feature that is directly datable. The person who
poured the slab inscribed his name and the date—7 August (year illegible)—
in the wet concrete, and the two men who added the pedestal inscribed their
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ill. 6. structure 13, the possible decompression chamber shed
The chamber itself would have been mounted on the pedestal. Photo looks
northeast.
(Photograph courtesy Thomas Bowen)

initials and a date of 7 September 1973. Assuming the slab was laid in 1973, it
would have had a month to dry and harden before the pedestal was poured
on top of it.
This structure may have housed the company’s decompression chamber.
The chamber was mounted on skids, which were approximately the same
length as the pedestal and presumably left the rust stains. According to Graham Mackintosh’s source, the chamber was installed on a concrete pad with
a corrugated roof over it for shade (Mackintosh 2008: 62). However, since the
chamber was initially installed on 4 August 1973, Structure 13 could not have
been its original location. Possibly its original location was quickly determined
to be unsuitable, the site of Structure 13 was chosen as a permanent location,
the concrete pad laid, the pedestal poured, and the chamber reinstalled on
the pedestal after it dried. Unfortunately, none of the people we spoke to
recalled where the chamber was located.
T-shaped Pad (14). There is a thick T-shaped concrete slab, 4.5 m long and
4.0 m wide, situated next to the presumed decompression chamber shed.
It sits on a raised and leveled dirt platform, which, in turn, is outlined by
rocks. We found no evidence of its purpose, but its location suggests that it
was somehow connected with the decompression of divers.
Linear Clearing and Rock Wall. There is a long linear clearing at the southern edge of the core area. Rocks removed from the clearing were piled into
a low rock wall about 130 m long along the clearing’s northern boundary.
Although the clearing superficially suggests an airstrip, it would not have been
an inviting place to land an airplane. We saw no tire tracks or other physical
evidence, and nobody we talked to recalls airplanes landing at the site.
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Cleared Path. A path cleared of rocks runs past the eastern side of Structure 12
and intercepts the linear clearing described above. We know nothing about it.
Workers’ Houses. The residential area for the workers formed a broad ring
around the core area of the site on all three sides. There are no houses still
standing, and evidence of individual dwellings consists of scraps of construction materials and associated artifacts (see ills. 7 and 8). Houses that can
still be defined were small rectangular structures that probably contained a
single room. The walls (and roofs?) were made of corrugated tarpaper over
a wooden frame (mostly two-by-fours), apparently set directly on the ground.
The tarpaper was nailed to the frames with large disks of metal (one man
remembered them as bottle caps) that served as washers, placed between the
nail head and the tarpaper to prevent the tarpaper from ripping out. Several
house remains are accompanied by an assortment of domestic artifacts ranging from metal bed frames and broken ceramic plates and cups to perfume
bottles and injectable vials. Two or three houses show indications of fire,
ill. 7. house remains in
the residential area east
of the central part of
the site
Part of a wood-framed tarpaper
wall lies just left of center. The
large object at the lower right is
a metal bed frame. Photo looks
northwest.
(Photograph courtesy Thomas
Bowen)

ill. 8. detail
of house wall
construction,
structure 12
(Photograph courtesy
Thomas Bowen)
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but contrary to the tale of El Nerón (see p. 222), there is no evidence of a
general conflagration.
Outhouses. The remains of several outhouses are scattered throughout the
residential area. These facilities were presumably used by workers not on shift
at the processing shed. None are still standing, but the remains of one group
of four structures provide construction details. They were essentially miniature
houses, framed with two–by–fours and walled with tarpaper. They were, of
course, placed over excavated pits. Boards placed across the pit supported
the toilet seat, which, in two well-preserved examples, were nailed wooden
boxes, open at the bottom, with a single hole cut in the top.
Rock Cairns. There are at least 16 “cairns” of stacked beach rocks in the
residential section east of the core area. Many are partly fallen; one that is
nearly intact is a rectangular structure 120 cm long, 90 cm wide, and 45 cm
high, with rocks neatly stacked six high. Several are directly associated with
house remains, but it is unclear what purpose they served.
Vehicle Tracks and Shell Dumps. Well-used vehicle tracks head south out
of the village and into the desert (see ill. 9). These tracks were presumably
made by the pickup truck that the company brought to the site. South of the
village the tracks split into several forks, some of which meander through the
desert for 2 or 3 km. One fork leads to two shell dumps on the bank of a large
arroyo, about 1.5 km from the village (see ill. 10). The fact that these dumps
now contain only a thin layer of shells is consistent with the belief that the

ill. 9. tracks of the company pickup truck
The tracks lead toward the shell dumps from the core area of the village. Photo
looks south.
(Photograph courtesy Thomas Bowen)
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ill. 10. remains of the main shell dump, south of the village
Photo looks north-northwest.
(Photograph courtesy Thomas Bowen)

shells were hauled away sometime after the operation shut down. A stack of
some twenty ironwood branches near another set of tracks suggests that the
truck was also used to collect firewood.
Artifacts
Cerro Prieto’s artifacts are a potential gold mine of information. The few we
noted provide only a hint of what is there:
Domestic Artifacts. These include ceramic plates and bowls, plus enameled
metal cups and eating utensils. Glass bottles are common; while most are
missing their labels, a label fragment on one glass jar identifies the contents
as Nescafé instant coffee. Green synthetic leather low-topped boots are
surprisingly common in the residential areas, suggesting that they were
company-issue footwear. The largest domestic artifacts are metal bed frames
associated with several workers’ houses.
Pharmaceuticals. We found one bottle of ampicillin tablets, a graduated bottle (saline solution?),
and half a dozen injectable vials (see ill. 11). The
vials, found mostly in the residential areas, may
have contained pain medication for divers who
failed to decompress properly.
ill. 11. injectable medicine vial
associated with structure 12 (not in situ)
(Photograph courtesy Thomas Bowen)
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Lighting. A broken fluorescent tube by the processing shed indicates that
fluorescent lighting illuminated the work area.
Improvised Bucket. There are remains of two homemade buckets near the
decompression chamber (Structure 13). They were made by cutting the top out
of a square metal can (cooking oil can?) and nailing a piece of 2 x 2 in. lumber
across the open top as a handle. It appears they were used to haul cement.
Truck Door. The rusted carcass of the driver’s side door from the company’s
red pickup truck lies just south of the core area of the village. The truck was
an early 1950s model, probably a Ford or Dodge (Rodney Rohn 2006: pers.
comm.), or a Chevrolet (Mackintosh 2008: 63). At some point the door, no
doubt a nuisance for a driver constantly getting in and out, was removed and
abandoned (see ill. 12). The truck itself was apparently salvaged when the
village was abandoned, and the rusted door is all that remains of it.
Decompression Chamber. The largest “artifact” at Cerro Prieto was
surely the decompression chamber, which arrived at the village
on 3 August 1973 and went into
operation the next day. It was a
huge cylinder approximately 2.8
m long, 1.3 m in diameter, and
mounted on two skids. As noted
above, it was initially installed on a
concrete pad under the shade of a
corrugated roof (Mackintosh 2008:
ill. 12. the rusted door of the pickup
60–62), and probably later moved
truck used to haul shells to the dump
to Structure 13.
(Photograph courtesy Thomas Bowen)
Conclusions
It is obvious to us that the preceding sketch of Cerro Prieto and the Isla Angel de la Guarda scallop fishery is a rather simplistic picture of a complex
operation that functioned on many levels. Our intent is simply to show that
episodes in Mexico’s national and regional experience may be important
even if they do not legally qualify as “historical,” and that the people, the
physical remains, and the documentary records are worthy of consideration
as legitimate cultural resources. This integrated approach to history is all
the more important because none of these sources are permanent, and all
are degrading or disappearing. Although our interviews with people who
experienced the operation first hand produced much valuable information,
we were clearly pushing the limits of memory. This was particularly true
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for those who worked the scallop fishery in both Bahía de los Angeles and
Isla Angel de la Guarda, for these people were often unable to separate the
two in their accounts. Three of the people interviewed have since died, as
have several other people reputed to have had extensive knowledge of the
operation. Our attempt to identify specific buildings at the site by taking two
former residents there was only marginally successful; neither remembered
much about the physical plant. And it appears that for some aspects of the
operation, memory is being transformed into legend.
Similarly, the physical remains of the village are gradually disappearing
and this loss will only increase over time. Wave action has partly destroyed
the pier, and storms that have breached the shoreline barrier strand have
completely obliterated most of the workers’ houses. Plastic artifacts crumble
and disintegrate in the sun’s brutal heat and ultraviolet radiation, metal objects
oxidize and corrode in the salt-saturated air, and wood breaks down under
all these forces. Windstorms that raise sand and dust from the nearby playa
sandblast everything. Fishermen and others sometimes camp at the site, which
makes artifacts vulnerable to trampling, and the cinder block bathroom is
still being used as a latrine by visitors. We know almost nothing about site
damage from collecting, but with every passing year artifacts become more
desirable as curiosities and souvenirs. Moreover, they are fair game since
they are not old enough to be legally protected as “historical” artifacts (not
that such a designation would be much of a deterrent).
Not even written records can be considered permanent from a research
standpoint. It has become commonplace for companies to discard records
after as few as ten years, as did a U.S. company that may have played a major
distribution role during the earlier scallop operation at Bahía de los Angeles
(Anonymous 2006: pers. comm.). Government documents might be kept
indefinitely but not archived, and as they get buried in the glut of paper
records, they become increasingly hard to find. Documents that cannot be
located may as well not exist.
The point of all this is that, in our view, history begins now, not fifty years
ago, not in 1900, nor at any other arbitrary time. Now is always the best time
to conduct historical research because there is more and better data now
than there will be at any time in the future. An essential task for those persons charged with protecting and managing cultural resources, it seems to
us, should be to evaluate the potential historical importance of the resource
and make management decisions based on that criterion, regardless of age.
If so, we believe that Cerro Prieto would qualify as an important cultural
resource and that it should be protected and managed accordingly.
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